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"Engaged Buddhism" as introduced by Thich Nhat Hanh, "humanistic Buddhism" as first used by Taixu and adopted by Xingyun, and "action dharma" introduced in this volume, are all terms that refer to the same Buddhist movement. But what are these things? Are they really new? Are they even Buddhist, or are they missing the point completely? These are some of the themes that are explored by the contributors in Action Dharma: New Studies in Engaged Buddhism.
Christopher Queen suggests in the introduction that the title refers to a fourth path separate from the paths of ritual, knowledge or devotion.
Though he cautions that none of these paths should be thought of as exclu-* St. Mary's University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. E-mail: alec.soucy@smu.ca sive, he contends that engaged Buddhism is a distinct break with past ways of being Buddhist and represents something entirely unique. This bold proposition seems to be the organizing principle behind the book, which is divided into four parts: the first explores the historical roots of "Engaged Buddhism"; the second looks at engaged Buddhist movements in Asia; the third deals with movements in the West, and; the fourth consists of three essays that critique the engaged Buddhist project and the ways that academics have approached it.
It is in the final section and in the introduction that the main debate rages about whether or not engaged Buddhism is a new and distinct "action" path, whether it is even Buddhism and whether it is worth studying as something distinct. The positions that are taken at either end of the collection could not be further apart, while the sections between seem to serve largely as an extended reminder that something is indeed afoot which should not be ignored.
James Deitrick, in Chapter 13, argues that the notion of engaged Buddhism is based on a false interpretation of the meaning of dukkha or suffering. Engaged Buddhists, he charges, take the term literally to mean physical and psychological suffering in this world rather than referring to the profound dissatisfaction that arises from clinging to permanency in a world-in-flux and to a self when, in fact, none exists. He therefore accuses Thomas Freeman Yarnall's final essay may be the most challenging of all, though his abundant use of quotation marks, parentheses, italics and exclamation marks is extremely distracting, (giving the impression that he is alternately sneering and yelling at the reader.) Rather than critiquing practitioners, his essay is aimed at the scholars who study engaged Buddhism. These he breaks into two groups: "traditionists" who feel that Buddhism has always been engaged and "modernists" who feel that engaged Buddhism, as we see it today, is a result of confrontation with uniquely modern issues and, more importantly, with Western ideas. Yarnall issues an important warning that the modernist perspective comes dangerously close to an Orientalist perspective that assumes that Buddhism would have been unable to confront these issues without the assistance of the West. The best that Yarnall can do, however, is to issue a warning and a call for more scholarship, without providing examples that indicate that there is justification for his critique of the "modernists".
Queen points out that the editors of the volume worked hard to solicit articles that would argue from the "traditionist" perspective, but received none. The dilemma with Yarnall's critique is that rather than revealing anything, it closes the debate.
In essence, what is offered to the reader in Action Dharma is an important debate regarding the category of engaged Buddhism, which looks at whether engaged Buddhism is Buddhism at all and whether the study of "engaged Buddhism" as a distinct category is useful. The fact that the main debate occurs in the introduction and in the final section makes it seem as though the center three sections are examples for Queen's thesis at best and merely incidental to the main thrust of the work, at worst. This does not do justice to the high quality of essays found in the first, second and third sections. However, given the inclusion of the critiques in the final section, the preoccupation with answering them in the introduction may have been unavoidable.
The essays in Action Dharma, taken as a whole, grapple with some important questions regarding the emergence of engaged Buddhism and whether it is contiguous with the Buddhist tradition, whether it is something new or whether it can even be called Buddhism. The essays that serve as examples are rich and illustrative, but it is the introduction on one end and the critiques on the other that unify the collection. However, the placement of the critiques against engaged Buddhism at the end, with the rebuttal to these critiques appearing in Queen's introduction seems backward, as it requires the reader to reread the introduction after finishing the book in order to fully appreciate the arguments on either side. This minor inconvenience aside, Action Dharma is a compelling collection, richly illustrating engaged Buddhist movements and giving fair voice to some of the criticisms against engaged Buddhists and those who study them. It is an extremely valuable work for anyone interested in how Buddhists are dealing with contemporary issues and exploring both precedents for, and the innovations of, an Action Dharma.
